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What is the ACS? 
• A large national survey 

that uses continuous 
measurement methods to 
produce detailed 
population and housing 
estimates each year 
 

• Designed to produce 
critical information that 
was previously collected 
in the decennial census 
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Census / ACS History 
• 1790-1930 
 Census: one form to all households  
 
• 1940-2000 
 Census: short form and long form 
 
• 2000 
 ACS: large-scale demonstration 
 
• 2005-present 
 ACS / PRCS: full implementation 
  
• 2010 
 Census: short form only 
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2010 Census vs. ACS 

2010 Census ACS 

• Official counts • Sample estimates 

• Population totals • Population characteristics 

• Every 10 years • Yearly 

• Point in time • Period of time 
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ACS Data Collection: Households 

Online Mail Telephone Personal 
Visit 
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American Community Survey 
Content 
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Social 

Economic 

Housing 

Demographic 



Changes to Content 
• 2008: New/modified questions added for 

– Marital history 
– Health insurance coverage 
– Service connected disability status and rating 
– Disability 

• 2009: New question added for Bachelor’s field of degree 
• 2013: New questions added for Computer 

ownership/internet access 
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ACS Helps Communities 

9 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PaEu8-xH9LE 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PaEu8-xH9LE


Selected Census  
Geographic Concepts 

Legal/Administrative Areas 
• Nation 
• States 
• Counties 
• Incorporated Places 
• Minor Civil Divisions 
• Congressional Districts 
• State Legislative Districts 
• School Districts 
• Zip Code Tabulation Areas 

(ZCTAs) 

Statistical Areas 
• Regions 
• Divisions 
• Census Designated Places 
• Census County Divisions 
• Public Use Microdata Areas 

(PUMA) 
• Census Tracts 
• Block Groups 
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Availability of ACS Data Products 

Estimated Population 
of Geographic Area 

Type of ACS Estimates 
Released 

65,000 or more 1-year, 3-year, 5-year 

20,000 to 64,999 3-year, 5-year 

Less than 20,000 5-year 



Map of ACS Publication Areas 
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Data Products Release Schedule 

Year of Data Release 
Type of 

Estimate 
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 

Year(s) of Data Collection 
1-Year  2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 

3-Year NA 2005-
2007 

2006-
2008 

2007-
2009 

2008-
2010 

2009-
2011 

2010-
2012 

5-Year NA NA NA 2005-
2009 

2006-
2010 

2007-
2011 

2008-
2012 
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Planned Release Dates for 2012 ACS 

1-year 
estimates 

3-year 
estimates 

5-year 
estimates 

Sept. 19, 2013 Oct. 24, 2013 Dec. 5, 2013 

http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/2012_release_schedule/ 
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American Community Survey  
Learning More 

• ACS Main Page 

• Guidance on Comparing ACS Data to Other 
Sources 

• The ACS Compass Products 

• Data Release and Documentation Pages 

• Design and Methodology Report 

 



ACS Main Page 

17 

www.census.gov/acs 
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Comparison Guidance 

census.gov/acs/www/guidance_for_data_users/comparing_data/ 



Compass Handbooks 
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census.gov/acs/www/guidance_for_data_users/handbooks 



Data Release Page 
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census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/2011_release/ 



Documentation Page 
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census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/documentation_main/ 



Design and Methodology 
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census.gov/acs/www/methodology/methodology_main/ 
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Ways to Access 

• QuickFacts 
• EasyStats 
• Application Programming Interface (API) 
• American FactFinder 
• Summary File 
• Public Use Microdata Sample (PUMS) 
• DataFerrett 
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QuickFacts 
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quickfacts.census,gov 



Easy Stats/API 
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census.gov/easystats 
census.gov/developers 



Census Bureau Homepage 

27 
www.census.gov 
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http://factfinder2.census.gov 

American FactFinder 



Data Products 
Profiles 

• Data Profiles  
• Narrative Profiles  
• Comparison Profiles 
• Selected Population 

Profiles 

Tables 

• Detailed Tables  
• Subject Tables  
• Ranking Tables 
• Geographic Comparison 

Tables 
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Selected Population Profiles 
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Selected Population Profiles (cont’d) 
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Detailed Tables 
Examples 

• B01001A-I: Sex by Age by Race and Hispanic 
Origin 

• B08134: Means of Transportation to Work by 
Travel Time to Work 

• B25018: Median Number of Rooms 
• B14001: School Enrollment by Level of School 

for the Population 3 Years and Over 
• B17001: Poverty Status in the Past 12 Months 

by Sex and Age 
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Detailed Tables (cont’d) 
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ACS Summary File 
• Set of comma-

delimited text files 

• All Detailed Tables 
available 

• Only source for 
Block Group 
estimates 

• Available via FTP 
site or DataFerrett 
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census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/summary_file 



ACS Summary File Resources 

• Summary File page at 
http://www.census.gov/acs/www/data_documentation/summary_file/ 

– Includes links to FTP site and technical 
documentation 

– Access the Summary File Retrieval Tool from 
here 

– Information about DVD set 
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Retrieval Tool 
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Step 1: Select a 
geographic area and 
dataset  

Step 2: Select a table 



Retrieval Tool Results 
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Public Use 

Microdata 

Sample 

anonymized, downloadable 

records of individual people 

a representative sample of the 
population 

ACS PUMS 
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Microdata 

Source: 2010 ACS 1-year PUMS file 



Public Use Microdata Sample 
(PUMS) 

• Individual-level data on about 1 percent of the 
population – subsample of ACS records 
 

• PUMA is the lowest level of geography available 
• About 2,100 PUMAs 
• 1-year, 3-year, and 5-year files have identical PUMAs 

 

• Available via American FactFinder, FTP site, 
DataFerrett, or IPUMS 
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Guidance on Making Comparisons 
• Don’t mix series: 

– Compare 1-year to 1-year 
– Compare 3-year to 3-year  

• Don’t use overlapping estimates to measure 
change:  
– Compare nonoverlapping  

• 2005-2007 ACS 3-year to 2008-2010 ACS 3-year  

• Visit “Comparison Guidance” on ACS website 
– http://www.census.gov/acs/www/guidance_for_data_ 

users/comparing_data/  
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American FactFinder: 
Exercise Questions 

Goal  
Start with a basic research question(s) and 
navigate to the appropriate table used for 
answering it. 
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Exercise Questions 

• 1 -- What is the estimate for “average household 
size” and “percentage of people with a bachelor’s 
degree or higher” for Fairfax County, Virginia and 
the state of Virginia in 2011? 

  
 [Hint] http://factfinder2.census.gov 
 [Hint] Data Profiles are a type of ACS data product that provide 
broad social, economic, housing, and demographic profiles for 
communities.   
 [Hint] Begin your search by selecting Topics  Product Type  
Data Profile 
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http://factfinder2.census.gov/


Question 1 
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• Click “Topics” on 
left to select a topic, 
year, program, 
dataset, or product 
type of interest 
 

• In this case, we are 
interested in a 
“Data Profile” found 
under “Product 
Type” 
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• Click to expand “Product 
Type” 
 

• Click “Data Profile” 
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• “Data Profile” appears in 
the “Your Selections” box 
at the top left 
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• Click “Geographies” to 
narrow your search to the 
geography of interest 
 

• In this case, Fairfax 
County, Virginia as well as 
the state of Virginia 
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• Find “Fairfax County, 
Virginia” 
 

• Select the geographic type 
by clicking the drop-down 
box and select “County” 
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• Select the state where the 
county is located by 
clicking the state drop-
down box and scrolling to 
find “Virginia” 

 
 



52 

• Scroll to find “Fairfax 
County, Virginia” in the list 
of counties in Virginia and 
click it 
 

• Click the “ADD TO YOUR 
SELECTIONS” button 
below the list of counties 
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• “Fairfax County, Virginia” 
now appears in the “Your 
Selections” box at the top 
left 
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• Now find “Virginia”  
 

• Start by selecting the 
geographic type, “State”  
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Table DP02: Selected Social 
Characteristics in the United States  
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Table DP02: Selected Social 
Characteristics in the United States  



Exercise Answer #1 

• In 2011, the estimate for average household size in 
Fairfax County, Virginia was 2.79 people and in the 
state of Virginia was 2.63 people. 
 

• In 2011, the estimate for percentage of people with a 
bachelor’s degree or higher in Fairfax County, 
Virginia was 59.3% and in the state of Virginia was 
35.1%. 
 

 Source: DP02 Selected Social Characteristics in the 
United States 
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Exercise Questions 
• 2 -- In 2011, what is the estimate for “median 

ages” of people in the United States who were 
born in Argentina and Brazil? 

 
 [Hint] Selected Population Profiles (SPPs) are a type of ACS 
data product that provide broad social, economic, and housing 
profiles for a large number of race, ethnic, ancestry, and 
country/region of birth groups.  
 [Hint] Search using Country of Birth (Race and Ethnic  
Groups  type country names) 
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Question 2 
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• Remove 
“Argentina” by 
clicking the “x” in 
the “Race and 
Ethnic Group 
Filters” so you 
can search for 
another country 
of birth 
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Table S0201: Selected Population 
Profile in the United States  



Exercise Answer #2 

• In 2011, the estimate for the median age of 
people in the United States was 44.6 years 
among those born in Argentina, and 37.3 years 
among those born in Brazil.  

 
 
 
 Source: S0201 Selected Population Profile in the 
 United States 
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Exercise Questions 

• 3 -- What is the estimated number of men in the 
United States age 35 to 44 “with health 
insurance coverage” in 2011?   
 

 [Hint] Detailed Tables are a type of product that provides 
access to the most detailed ACS estimates available, often in the 
form of cross tabulations of ACS variables.  
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Table B27001: Health Insurance Coverage 
Status by Sex by Age 



Exercise Answer #3 

• In 2011, the estimate for the number of men in 
the United States age 35-44 with health 
insurance was 14,915,033. 
 

 
 
 Source: B27001 Health Insurance Coverage  Status 
by Sex by Age 
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Contact Information 
 

Visit the ACS/PRCS website: 
www.census.gov/acs 

 
Contact by telephone: 

1-800-923-8282 
 

Submit a question: 
https://ask.census.gov 
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